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Much has been made of the advent of virtual worlds as places to connect to for 
collaboration, networking and product simulation.  Second Life has begun to 
almost alter the way we think about virtual worlds, and is fast becoming Google 
like in its prominence in this space.  After a downturn in popularity as it rode the 
down side of the Gartner hype cycle, it is still enjoying steady growth according 
to its quarterly results [1]. 
Good to see, as this will keep my research at QUT looking sexy for a while yet.  
However, one thing has struck me about this new (ish) area of virtual worlds.  I 
think we may be missing one of the great blessings that the hardware gods have 
bestowed upon us…that is the ability to take the Virtual World with us, and to 
use like any electronic artifact, or if you prefer, document. 
I perform research using Games Technology at the Queensland University of 
Technology.  We have a popular games degree which services the thriving 
Brisbane Games Industry.  Part of my work is using Virtual Worlds such as 
Second Life and Open Simulator to simulate and communicate complex Business 
Process models.  
One day while preparing for a presentation at a research centre that funds my 
virtual investigations, I realized that we still have an old school way of thinking 
about virtual worlds.  We think that we “go to” a virtual world that is stored on a 
server, somewhere in the cloud we used to call the Internet. 
This is all well and good, networking is almost ubiquitous, with 3G services in 
Australia and many other places in the world now getting to the point that you 
can surf the net, and connect to virtual world servers from nearly anywhere that 
offers wireless and cellular network access. Good, perfect, works well…software 
as a service I hear you mutter. 
Problem is, we still like to have artifacts in our hand, like documents.  I pointed 
this out to the crowd in front of me.  Despite wireless access, the attendees still 
had paper in their hands, or documents on computer, to read the agenda of the 
day. 
So what has this to do with virtual worlds you ask?  Well, a lot actually. 
Because I think another way to think about such worlds is as a document to be 
shared, distributed, even (3D) printed, just like a normal document.  Thus 
instead of using a document to illustrate a film industry Business Process Model 
with this: 
  
You can use this: 
 
There is no reason why this film shoot simulation cannot be encoded into a 
document, and distributed for comment, or editing, the same way we do this 
with a Word file. 
Back at the research centre meeting, I waved a 4Gig USB stick at the audience, 
and told them that I had a complete client server virtual world setup on the stick.  
Plenty of room to go in and create models of products, illustrate pain points, and 
generally comment on or discuss business processes and services.  Someone just 
needed to login to the world from their laptop onto my machine, or just get a 
copy and load it up from an email or the USB stick itself. 
This is not new, as Adobe have had 3D extensions to their PDF format for a while 
now [2].  Even the web has had 3D for ages (remember VRML?) and now Google 
has even entered the fray with O3D [3].  
Second Life has shown that given the tools, motivation and some late night oil 
burning, anyone can use such worlds to model and simulate environments, and 
then enter them with colleagues to socialize, or better yet, discuss a 3D artifact 
you want to create in the real world.  Often this is performed on a standard 
laptop, available for under a thousand dollars. 
You can collaborate in such worlds quite easily; the spatial nature of the worlds 
makes them well suited to collaboration, just like real world spaces – you work 
in your own area of 3D space.  Doing real time collaboration in a 2D word 
document does not fair so well.  Try it. 
So imagine a scenario.  Bill has developed a new business process around 
warehouse health and safety measures.  He develops the 3D model, and then 
emails it to Cheree his manager for comment, before they use it at a presentation 
to a change management committee.  Cheree opens the world from the email 
attachment (its now a document), interacts with the simulation, and leaves 
commentary in-world on the processes involved. 
What are the advantages of such a document approach?  Well, it is counter 
intuitive to an IT nerd; why not just network to a central source?  Answer?  I 
have a hunch that humans still like to have, at least metaphorically, some sort of 
artifact in their hands, a thing to manipulate, not a distant space to connect.  This 
is why we still hand each other documents, despite the services offered by 
Google, Microsoft et al.  We just seem to want to (or have been conditioned to) 
send each other documents as the basis of our communication.  
Another advantage of a document centric approach comes from the nature of 
virtual worlds, with security worries and the login hassles of such centralized 
sites, often making it a little hard to share such information quickly.  Hand the 
person a Virtual World file that opens up as easily as a Word document, and it 
removes that level of authentication hassle.   
In the end, a virtual world server is just a database of 3D objects – in fact they are 
built on SQL databases for persisting the data.  So underneath it all, Second Life is 
really built on a database, which can be encoded into a document for transfer.  A 
number of virtual world technologies have addressed this idea via the use of 
markup language encodings to treat the world in a document like manner.  Two 
examples of Virtual World Technologies using such an approach that I am aware 
of are Exit Reality [4] and Vast Park [5]. 
I think there is a case for the use of virtual world simulations in a very open 
document like fashion, to allow people to communicate about processes with 
each other inside a business.  Such simulations are already used in community 
consultation about infrastructure development processes on a routine basis.  
Thus in the future, there is much potential for use of simulations for 
development and communication of Business Processes to stakeholders, for both 
the naïve and ICT savvy. 
In conclusion, one thing that will potentially contribute to this acceptance is to 
treat a virtual world as more of a document, and less of a server-based system. 
The second thing required is to provide the tools to manipulate the virtual world 
document in an easy fashion like a Word Processor.  Then I believe we can 
further unleash some of the power inherent in these environments to a much 
broader audience. 
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